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Abstract
The purpose of this qualitative study was to examine the effects of an oral
language curriculum on student's reading development specifically in the areas of
reading engagement, vocabulary and comprehension. Students in a second grade
classroom participated in various oral language lessons. Throughout the lessons
data was collected through observation and field notes. Data was also collected on

student's oral language growth and reading development through formal
assessment. From the data indicators of student growth in both oral language and

reading were identified. The data indicated that the amount of student talk time
had the greatest impact on student's oral language and reading growth. Oral
language lessons were also shown to improve student's vocabulary, literal

comprehension and confidence in their reading.
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Chapter I

lntroduction
It is oral language instruction time in

a

culturally and economically

diverse second grade classroom in a suburban neighborhood in the Minneapolis
area.

A group of six students are sitting at a kidney shaped table looking at a

poster of a pig on leash in New York City. The discussion starts by some students

talking about the pig while other students talk about the tall buildings and all of
the people walking around the city,
a

lt

also raises questions such as, "Why is there

pig in the city?" and "Why is the pig wearing a leash?" Other students answer

their classmates' questions to the best of their ability and add comments to their
conversation regarding their understanding of the picture creating a real academic
conversation among seven and eight year old students. The teacher, talking very

little, acts as a facilitator of the conversation inviting quiet sfudents to share their
thoughts and ideas, providing language support if needed and making sure the
conversation remains on topic. The primary purpose of the lesson is encouraging
students to talk, talk, talk!

The drive for a strong focus on oral language instruction arose from a
common trend across all grade levels at our school of stagnant reading growth
among students with low oral language skills. We found that many of our
students, despite our efforts, were not making the gains that we would expect
based on the strong core reading curriculum and the reading interventions and

English Language Services they were receiving. After battling this issue from
year to year we are hypothesizing, based on the research, that this could
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potentially be due to a lack of a strong oral language foundation among many of
our students both English Language Learners (ELL's) and Native English
speaking students. Oral language instruction at our school is no longer only taught

by the English Language Teacher. It has now become part of every classroom's
core curriculum with the lowest oral language students receiving direct oral
language instruction and others receiving oral language instruction embedded

within reading, writing, and math lessons with the purpose of giving students
more time to engage in purposeful academic talk with their peers. Douglas Fisher
and Nancy Frey (2014) offer purposeful research based ideas that we use to get

our students to do more talking everyday. Their basis for importance of oral
language instruction in the classroom rests on the notion that "Gone are the days

when a quiet classroom was equated with a good one. Productive student talk is
essential to teaching and learning."

The purpose of this study was to determine the effects of an oral language

curriculum on student's reading development specifically in the areas of reading
engagement, vocabulary and comprehension. The guiding questions that were
used in this study were:

l. What oral language teaching methods allow students

the most growth in

their oral language and reading development?
2. How does student growth in oral language affect their reading
development?
3. Does the development of oral language affect sfudent reading
confidence and engagement?
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Stagnant reading growth is a common problem in many elementary

schools. My hope is that this study

will allow

us to begin to understand how

providing sfudents with oral language instruction allows students to make gains in
their reading development.
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Chapter 2

Literature Review
This literature review will begin by defining the oral language acquisition
process of both first and second language leamers. It

will further go on to discuss

the need for oral language development in the elementary school classroom

focusing on second language learners and students living below the poverty line.

It will also explain the role that a student's oral language level plays in their
literacy development, specifically looking at sfudent's reading fluency and
reading comprehension abilities. Finally, it

will examine what current

research

based oral language instruction looks like in an elementary school classroom.

Oral Language Acquisition
Oral language is divided

,p into six different

areas: phonology,

vocabulary, grammar, morphology, pragmatics and discourse. Phonology is how
sounds are organized and used in a language. Vocabulary refers to the words used

within a language, while grammar is the structure and system of a language.
Morphology is the structure of words and pragmatics is the ways in which people
produce and understand language. Discourse refers to the use of words to
exchange thoughts and ideas. The acquisition of these six oral language skills is
needed far before students can begin focusing on the letter sound correspondence
and word decoding (Crawford-Brooke, 2013).

As we look at the process of sfudents acquiring oral language we also need
to look at the two different fypes of language learners in our classrooms.
According to Robertson and Ford (2008), researchers divide language acquisition
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into both first language acquisition and second language acquisition. First
language learning is a universal process. Babies hear the language around them,

begin to imitate the sounds and then put those sounds into words. Second
language acquisition assumes knowledge of a first language, but assumes a

different process. Knowing that second language learners take on a different
process to learn the language,

it is important for English Language Learners

(ELLs) to enter school with a strong foundation in their first language; however
many ELLs come to school proficient in their first language but with minimal

literacy skills in their first language. To acquire a second language, students must
have the skills in their first language to make a linguistic transfer (August, Carlo,

Proctor & Snow, 2005, p. 246).
The Need for Oral Language Development in the Elementary School
Classroom
In the United States we have 6.5 million children living below the poverty
threshold resulting in 25.5 percent of the total children under l8 years old living

in poverfy (U.S Census Bureau,2013). Also, the number of English Language
Learners (ELLs) or non-native English speakers in our schools is growly steadily

in the United States. The most recent statistics show that 5.1 million public school
children are ELLs (U.S. Department of Education,2014). Many schools report
low proficiency on standardrzed tests of both students living in poverfy and ELL
students (Fry, 2007).

Betty Hart and Todd Risley (2003) conducted a study in an attempt to
understand and describe the reasons for the vast differences in childrens'
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vocabulary growth and development. In an earlier sfudy they conducted, research

found that the vocabularies of children of college professors grew extremely fast
in comparison to children from families from a low socioeconomic status (SES).
These earlier findings compelled them to conduct research on what accounted for

this difference. Their findings from this follow-up study showed that children are
a direct product

of the environment in which they raised, including their oral

language and specific vocabulary skills. "86 percent to 98% of the words recorded

in each child's vocabulary consisted of words also recorded in their parents'
vocabularies" (Hart & Risley, 2003 p. 8). The children from homes with a low
SES heard only "616 words per hour" compared to children from professional

families hearing an average of "2,153 words per hour" resulting in dramatic
differences in children's language experiences at the early age of three. The
research demonskates the extreme importance of the early years in children's

language development and the need for early language intervention for all
students

living in poverty.

Many children from low SES homes are not receiving the early
intervention that is needed to develop their vocabulary and are coming to the
classrooms lacking a strong language foundation putting them at a huge learning
disadvantage from their peers that come from professional and working class

families. "Oral language needs greater emphasis in the schools so that in all grade
levels, each child can learn how to work with the language in order to participate
as an

individual in the learning siruation." (Halliday,1977 as quoted in Hart and

Risley, 1978).

THE IMPACT OF ORAL LANGUAGE INSTRUCTIOI{

7

Marilyn Hanf Buckley (1995) argues the need for oral language
instruction in the classroom and feels that not enough is being done to teach our
students the oral language skills that they need to be successful learners. She gives
three reasons why teachers are neglecting to teach oral language. First, teachers

have a lack of understanding of what oral language is and how to formally teach it
to sfudents. Secondly, there is a lack of appreciation for oral language and
assumptions that students adequately talk and listen everyday. The third reason is
classroom management. How can a teacher control a classroom of sfudents

talking all the time? She states that we need to be teaching all areas of language:
listening, speaking, reading and writing. We assume students come to school with
the foundational language skills of listening and speaking and skip ahead to
teaching reading and writing when in fact we need our students to first master

listening and speaking and then apply those skills to reading and writing
(Buckley , 1995,, p. 41 ).
Renee A. Neu (2012) led a study to explore the oral language development

of four Spanish speaking preschool students in an English speaking school. She
found through her case studies of each sfudent that as relationships developed and
sfudents felt more comfortable with both their teachers and the other students in

the class they became more willing to engage in English conversations. Also,
students were more likely to feel comfortable taking risks and using English with
a teacher they had

built

a

relationship with and in a small group of students versus

large group lessons that resulted in more listening participation. For this reason
Neu recommends small group instruction with ELLs to help them with their oral

I
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language acquisition; however recommending that whole group instruction can
have benefits as well

if activities using repeated

language and teacher modeling

are used consistently each day. She also confirmed, "Children use their

knowledge of their primary language to enhance their acquisition of their second
language. Teachers need to understand that second language acquisition takes

time and will not automatically happen" (Neu, 2012,p.217). Neu's findings
further support the need for specific and meaningful oral language instruction in
our classrooms to allow for both first and second language learners to fully
develop their English oral language skills.

Oral Language and Literacy Development
"Oral language is crucial to the literacy development. It is the key
indicator of children's reading abilities" (Dickinson, Cote & Smith, 1993

as

quoted in Kirkland & Patterson,2005, p. 391). The findings from a study
conducted by Mienke Droop and Ludo Verhoeven (2003), in which they
researched language proficiency and reading ability in first and second language
learners, showed that "oral proficiency in the target language to be of critical

importance for the development of both first and second language reading
comprehension" (Droop & Verhoeven,2003, p. [01). They found that the

relationship between several oral language components differed in first and
second language sfudents. Second language sfudents comprehension was much

more dependent on their vocabulary knowledge than the native language students.

They found, however, reading comprehension to be a process and formulation of:
word decoding ability, vocabulary understanding, morphosyntactic processing
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and oral text comprehension to be the same for both types of students but more

important for second language learners. Their findings suggest that in the early
elementary years there should be a strong emphasis on oral language development

with a large focus on vocabulary acquisition. They further recommend vocabulary
instruction should teach words in multiple contexts and different subject areas and

build on students'prior knowledge in order for them to learn and add new words
to their growing vocabularies.
Another study within a series of sfudies conducted by Proctor et. al, (2005)
echoed the findings of Droop

& Verhoeven (2003) in second language learners, In

this study, they looked specifically at second language students and their reading
comprehension abilities. The second language students in this study were all
sfudents whose primary language was Spanish and English was their second

language. Their results confirmed their hypothesis that second language learner's

abilities to decode words combined with their oral language skills predicted their
reading comprehension levels. The greater ability to decode the English words,

specifically with accuracy and fluency, the greater level of comprehension of a
text. Even more though the students' oral language levels accounted for further
differences in reading comprehension. "The most notable finding of this study
was the dynamic role played by vocabulary knowledge, in that vocabulary

knowledge directly and indirectly (through listening comprehension) predicted
reading comprehension" (Proctor et. al., 2005, p. 356).

In Roth, Speece and Cooper's (2002) longitudinal study, they set out to
understand the relationship between oral language (receptive and expressive) and
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early reading development. They followed students for three years from
kindergarten through second grade and then checked in with the students in the
upper elementary grades. In kindergarten, first and second grade the students were
tested on their oral language and reading abilities. The purposes of the study were

to determine if you can predict students reading abilities in first and second grade
based on their kindergarten oral language levels and also to see what parts of oral

language are important to developing reading abilities throughout kindergarten,

first and second grade. They found that students' oral language vocabularies and
semantics skills (word definitions and word retrieval) in kindergarten predict first
and second grade reading comprehension ability more so than a student's

phonological awareness level. A student's ability to give an oral definition of

a

word without any context was strongly correlated to a student's reading
comprehension, especially as the students moved into the upper level grades.

Effective Oral Language Instruction
The children in our schools today come to us with varying levels of
language. With such diverse Ievels of language in the classroom, teachers are

faced with the challenge of meeting each student's individual needs. "The
development of oral language is crucial to a child's literacy development,

including listening, speaking, reading and writing" (Kirkland and Patterson,2A05,
p. 391). The main findings suggest that the best oral language practices involve a
strong-teacher sfudent relationship, a safe classroom environment, the use of

literature for vocabulary instruction, and oral retell.

A study completed by Cristina Gillanders (2007) looked at the
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implications of a teacher-sfudent relationship in second language learning. It was
found that the teacher's efforts to create a positive relationships with their students
created a classroom atmosphere where English learners felt more comfortable

with their peers and therefore engaged in more conversation making relationships
the foundation for effective oral language instruction. "Teachers who are sensitive

to children's emotional needs might be able to transcend the language barriers and
create social environments in which these children are accepted by their peers and
have more opportunities to become

full participants in the community of the

classroom" (Gillanders, 2007, p. 52). She additionally recommends that due to the
importance of teacher-student relationships in language development that teacher
educator programs should teach strategies on developing strong relationships and

interacting positively with students from diverse backgrounds. This reverberated
Neu's later findings that positive student-teacher relationships allow for sfudents
to feel more comfortable taking oral language risks in the classroom. This was
found to be true in both small group and whole group lessons (Neu, 2012, p. 53).

Lynn Kirkland and Janice Patterson (2005) argue that classroom
environment and making connections with literature are the keys to growing
students' oral language skills. They suggest that the classroom environment
should be full of print created by the students versus commercial posters. A "print

rich" (p. 392) environment also enables the students to understand the

use and

function of language. The classroom, they suggest like Neu and Gillanders,,
should also provide students with a safe place to experiment with the English
language allowing them to feel comfortable making mistakes and learning from

Arrgtbrtrg Collego LIbrffY
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them.

A group of researchers (Fien, et. al., 2011) conducted a recent sfudy to
determine if students' oral language and vocabularies would increase with the use

of teacher read alouds. In this study the entire class received a read aloud
curriculum that included activating prior knowledge before reading, teaching
vocabulary from the text and introducing comprehension skills. A small group of
randomly selected students from the class received additional comprehension and
vocabulary intervention lessons based on the read aloud read to the whole class.
They found that the students in the small group scored higher on their oral retell
of the story and gained more vocabulary words from the texts that were read.
Their findings suggest that not only is literature is an effective way to teach oral
language and vocabulary, but specifically with disadvantaged students additional

small group oral language and vocabulary instruction can be effective.
The literature presented different arguments regarding the need of oral
language instruction in the classrooms and its effects on sfudent literacy
development.
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Chapter 3

Methodology
The purpose of this qualitative action research was to investigate the
effects of oral language instruction on student reading development. Mills
describes qualitative research as using , "narrative, descriptive approaches to data

collection to understand the way things are and what the research means fiom the
perspectives of the participants in the study," (2014,p.6). Much of the research
on reading development focuses on the effects of specific reading interventions

for struggling sfudents. This study focuses on developing and strengthening
students' oral language skills and observing how it impacts their reading
development.

In the following section the participants and setting of the sfudy are
described, as well as the curriculums and assessments used during the study, the
data collection process and the procedures used to analyze the data collected.

Participants and Settings
This study took place within a second grade classroom at a pubtic
elementary school located at the edge of a large suburban school district right
outside of Minneapolis/St. Paul area. The population of the elementary school is

multi-culturally diverse with over eighry percent of the students receiving free or
reduced lunch. The students from this school are drawn from the surrounding
neighborhood area with few open enrolled students. This particular second grade
class consists of twenty-three students; however only twenty-one of the students

were involved in the study. The population of this school is very transient and two
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of the twenty-three students moved to the school during the middle of the study so
this research focused only on the twenty-one students that were apartof the
classroom from the beginning of the study. Of the fwenty-one students involved

in the study eleven were girls and ten were boys. The specific demographics of
this classroom are: eleven Latino students, seven African-American sfudents, two
Somali students, one Asian student, one American Indian sfudent, and one white
student. Twelve of the sfudents are English Language Learners

(ELL's) of

varying levels, and three students are on Individual Education Plans (IEP) and
receive special education services.

All

students in the class receive varying levels

and curriculums of oral language instruction regardless of their participation in

the sfudy, but again data was only collected on sfudents that were in the class

from the beginning to the end of the sfudy.
To have an understanding of the students involved in the study a brief
description of each participant follows. Because of the small sample size

information about ethnicity, English language level and special education services
were not included in the descriptions. A pseudonym was used for each participant

in the study.

Ana is a sfudent who comes to school everyday with

a

positive attifude.

Her previous fwo school years were at a Spanish-English dual immersion school,
so this is her first year receiving all instruction in English. She is reading behind
grade level but is a motivated reader.
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Ricardo is a student who needs more confidence in his reading. He is
reading behind grade level due to fluency. He is often distracted during lessons
and needs reminders to stay on task.

Camella is a very spunky little girl with a lot of energy. She loves to read
and is reading above grade level.

Javari is a natural leader within the classroom. He is a motivated reader
with high oral language skills and loves to read the books in the Diary of A
Wimpy Kid series.

Lucinda is a very bright inquisitive student. She has spent her childhood
living in both the United States and East Africa,

She, therefore, has holes in her

English language skills and reading skills.

Angela is not motivated to read unless she has chosen the book. She is
reading slightly below grade level but with a bit of motivation could be at grade
level.

Anna is a struggling reader with low oral language skills. She gets
frustrated very easily during reading and needs a lot of positive reinforcement
throughout the day.

Diego is reading behind grade level. Despite his low reading level he is a
motivated reader with a positive attitude.

Mateo is a sweet student who wants to please, He has low oral language
skills and reading skills despite being at the same English speaking school since
Kindergarten.
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Benjamin is a struggling reader with higher oral language skills. He needs
a

lot of external motivation to read and often avoids work.
Sarah is a sfudent that came to the United States during the middle of the

school year last year. When she first arrived at our school she was very scared and

would hide under classroom tables while crying. This year she has a newfound
confidence and cannot wait to become a fluent reader.

Anya is a strong reader. She is a student who loves to be challenged and
loves to read.

Fernando enjoys reading non-fiction and sharing the facts that he learns
with his classmates. He is a kinesthetic learner and is often distracted by other
things going on in the classroom.

Josefina is a very quiet student who enjoys reading. She lacks confidence
to use her English in the class so she is struggling to make a lot of growth in her

oral language skills.

Daniel is reading at grade level but struggles with reading comprehension.
Natalia is a quiet student who is always on task. She is motivated to read,
but struggles with the confidence to use her English. She performs best in reading
and oral language when taught in a small group.

Latrelle is a struggling reader despite his high oral language level. He
often avoids independent reading time by using the bathroom and getting drinks.

Cailyn is a motivated reader with

a very positive attitude. She has high

comprehension when reading but struggles with her reading fluency.
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Carlos is a strong reader with great fluency and comprehension who is
reading at a third grade level.

Nina is a very social student. She struggles with her fluency when she is
reading aloud. She tends to sound choppy, but her poor fluency does not affect her

high level of comprehension.

Michael is a strong reader who loves to read non-fiction texts. He is
reading above grade level and is a motivated reader.

Materials
The purpose of this study was to determine the effects of an oral language

curriculum on student's reading development. During this study students were
tested on their oral language level using the Mondo Oral Language Assessment

(Appendix A). The teacher reads a sentence and the student repeats the sentence
exactly as the teacher said it" Student responses are recorded and then analyzed.

There are a total of fifteen sentences all varying in syntactical and grammatical
structures and increasing in complexity. This assessment is helpful in determining
student's needs and deficits in their English language development and what type

of oral language instruction is best suited to meet their needs. The Mondo Oral
Language Assessment is relevant for both native and ELL students.
Several different oral language curriculums and teaching methods were
used in this study, based on student's individual needs: Mondo's Let's Talk About

It, Read To's, Sheltered Instruction Observation Protocol (SIOP) strategies and
interaction strategies focused on Whole Brain Teaching. A summary of each
curriculum or method is described below:
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This curriculum is delivered to small groups of 3-6 students who are at
similar oral language levels. Sfudents are shown an engaging photograph and then
asked to talk about what they see and what they think is happening in the picture.

Then the vocabulary needed to talk about the picture is taught. The first session is

to teach students that what we think we can say. During the second session,
students revisit what was discussed on the previous day. The teacher writes down

on large chart paper or sentence strips exactly what the students say. This second
session teaches students that what we say, we can write down. Finally, in third
session students read the sentences that they created in the second session. The

objective of the third session is to teach that what is written down, we can read

just like we do with the books we read. These three lessons are repeated on a
weekly basis with a new engaging picture from the Mondo curriculum (Appendix
B).
Read To's

This lesson is delivered in small groups of 3-6 students one time per week.
Only students with low oral language skills or a 0-5 score on the Mondo Oral
Language Assessment receive this specific instruction. The purpose of this lesson
is for students to hear higher-level sentence structure within a text and to talk
about a text. A low-level fiction or non-fiction text can be used. Before reading
the book the teacher reads the title and looks at the picture on the cover with the
students. The students predict what they think

will

happen in the story

if it is

fiction or what they think they will leam if the text is non-fiction. The teacher
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shows the pictures and reads the book to the students straight through without

stopping. After the reading, students either confirm their predictions or discuss
what they learned.

SIOP Strategies
Two SIOP strategies are used to develop oral language: direct vocabulary
instruction and sentence frames. All srudents received this instruction during
whole group shared reading. Students were directly taught the vocabulary needed
to understand the text with a vocabulary word card (Appendix C) that includes the

word, definition and picture. These words are displayed while reading the text and
students respond non-verbally when they hear the word and are encouraged to use
the words when discussing the story. Students were also given sentence frames to
use

while talking about the text. This gives students the words needed to start

a

sentence when responding to the story, and also gives them the opportunity to

practicing speaking in complete sentences.

Whole Brain lnteraction Strategies
The whole brain strategies were used to increase student engagement and
student talk during shared reading lessons with all sfudents. The first strategy used

was Mirrors Up. When using this strategy the students repeat or mirror what the
teacher says. This was used to practice reading complete sentences, reading lesson

objectives, or reading difficult vocabulary words from the story. The second
strategy used was Think-Pair Share. When using this strategy students are asked a
question about the story and given a sentence frame to create a response. They are
then given think time, time to pair or turn to a partner and finally time to share
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their answers with the group, This strategy gives all students the opportuniry to
talk and practice their oral language. The final whole brain strategy used is Teach
Okay. When using Teach Okay students teach their partner what they have
learned in the lesson. This allows students to again practice their oral language
and synthesize the information they have learned.

The reading assessment used to determine students reading level and
sfudent's instructional needs based on their engagement, fluency and
comprehension was the Developmental Reading Assessment (DRA). (Appendix

D) When administering the DRA the students are asked to read a story. After
reading, they give a verbal retell and answer literal and inferential comprehension
questions about what they have read. Data is also collected on students reading
engagement and fluency. Teachers take notes on sfudents' responses and then use

this information to determine reading levels and instructional needs. The
questions that students are asked about the text vary by level increasing in

complexity as the levels get higher.
Procedures
In this study, data was collected regularly over a three-month period.
Students were given the Mondo Oral Language Assessment and DRA assessment
at the beginning of the study to collect baseline data on each sfudent's oral
language level and reading level. This information was used to form appropriate

oral language and reading groups. Oral language instruction was given to students
based on their individual needs.

At the end of the three months every student's

oral language level and reading level was reassessed. During the entire sfudy data
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Mills.

(Mills, 2014, p. 85) During these observations field notes were taken and observer
comments were added. Audio recordings were also taken during the

administration of the DRA assessments due to the complexity of the test and
necessity of recording exact student responses. The recordings of each student
were transcribed and added to field notes. Finally, the data was coded to discover
themes that would further guide oral language and reading instruction.

Data Analysis
The purpose of this data analysis was to "construct theory from the data"
that was collected to determine the effect of oral language instruction on sfudents
reading development (Charmaz,2\l4,p. 1) The participant observation field
notes, observer comments and sfudent assessments were read over many times.

While reading observation field notes data codes were collected and used to create
the themes that were emerging from the data. After reading over the data several

times and comparing it to the data from the student oral language and reading
assessments four themes were identified: student talk time, literal comprehension,

vocabulary, and confidence. After these themes were identified, and observer
comments and student quotes were used to illustrate the theory of the effects

oral language instruction on student reading development.

of
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Chapter 4

Findings
The purpose of this study was to determine the effects of an oral language

curriculum on students' reading development specifically in the areas of reading
engagement, vocabulary and comprehension. The guiding questions that were
used in this study were:
1. What oral language teaching methods

allow students the most growth in

their oral language and reading development?
2. How does student growth in oral language affect their reading
development?
3. Does the development of oral language affect student reading
confidence and engagement?

This chapter will discuss the findings related to the guiding questions and
the themes identified when anaylzing the data. The first section reveals indicators

of oral language growth looking at results from the Mondo Oral Language
Assessment and student responses about the story they read during the DRA.
These indicators were revealed during the data analysis of student responses and
student observations. These specific indicators were present in students that made

growth in both their oral language development and reading development. These
indicators were helpful in developing themes relating to student's about how
student's growth in oral language affecting their reading development.
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1.

Indicators of Oral Language Growth or Lack of Oral Language Growth and
Development as Related to Srudent's Reading Development
Indicators of Oral Language Growth

Indicators of Lack of Oral Language

and Development

Growth and Development

* Makes two or more point growth on

+Makes one point of growth or no

the Mondo Oral Language

growth on the Mondo Oral Language

Assessment.

Assessment.

tMakes fwo or three thoughtful

*Makes one prediction about what

predictions about what might happen

might happen in the rest of the story or

in the rest of the story.

predictions are unrelated to the story.

*Sequences events from the story in

*Events are out of order and little or

the correct order using proper

no use of transition words are used

transitional words when retelling the

when retelling the story.

story. (e.g. First, Next, Then, After
That, Last)
*Uses exact vocabulary from the text

*Uses general vocabulary to retell the

to retell the story.

story.

*Uses characters names and correct

*Uses only pronoun, incorrect

pronouns names from the storv.

pronouns or cannot recafl characters'
names from the story.
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*Identifies themes from the story and

*Identifies themes and/or personal

makes personal connections while

connections with no supporting details

reading with supporting details.

or cannot identifii a theme or make a
personal connection to the story.

*Uses appropriate grammar/syntax,

*Uses inappropriate grammar/syntax,

complex sentences and correct tense.

speaks in simple sentences and uses

incorrect tenses.
Source: Mondo Oral Language Assessment

Next, the field notes, results of the Mondo Oral Language Assessment and
transcriptions of the DRA were studied to determine the elements that were
present among students that showed many of the indicators of Oral Language

Growth and Development. The elements that were often present were student talk
time, literal comprehension, vocabulary, and confidence. Each of these four
themes were examined in detail and supported with specific student examples and
teacher observations.

Student Talk Time
Students made the most growth in their oral language development

according to the Mondo Oral Language Assessment when they were given more

time to talk during lessons. (Appendix E) The students that were given the most
talk time were the students that received all four oral language lessons Mondo:

Let's Talk About It, Read To's, SIOP methods, and Whole Brain Teaching
methods. These sfudents received a score of 0-10 on the Mondo Oral Language

THE IMPACT OF ORAL LANGUAGE INISTRUCTION

2s

Assessment and were deemed the students that needed the most oral language

instruction.
The sfudents who received the most student talk time and small group oral
language lessons made an average of three points of growth on the Mondo Oral
Language Assessment while the students that received only whole group oral
language instruction made an average

of zero points of growth on the Mondo Oral

Language Assessment. (Appendix F) Two sfudents in this group acfually showed
negative growth in their oral language skills. While most of these students did
have a higher score from the

fall Mondo Oral Language Assessment you would

still expect growth of even one to two points and on average that did not happen
with these students.
The students that received the Let's Talk About It and Read To lessons
received an average of two more small group oral language lessons per week than
other students in the class. This gave those particular students thirty more minutes

of small group oral language instruction per week and overall more time to
practice their oral language skills with teacher assistance. Every student in these
small groups was given ample opporfunities to talk. Many times throughout the

Let's Talk About It lessons you could hear students say, "I agree with...,

because...,"or"Idisagreewith...,because...,"or"'Whenlheardyousay...it
made me think

of..."

These students showed higher level listening skills and were

able to practice formulating thoughtful complex sentences and have meaningful
conversations with classmates to talk about the engaging pictures or the story.
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When they needed assistance starting a sentence or adding evidence to their

thinking I was able to assist them immediately.
In a small group setting of only three to six students there was also more
opportunities to practice talking and speaking grammatically correct than in a
whole group class lesson. In the whole group class lessons students were given a
lot of opporfunities to discuss the stories with partners using the SIOP Think-PairShare methods and Whole Brain Teaching strategies; however while these
strategies gave students valuable opportunities to practice their oral language I

could not listen and individually instruct all students during this time. Several
observations revealed only one student actually talking during a Think-Pair-Share.

It was both observed that some students did not have time to share because their
partner spoke too long or some students, specifically the lower level speakers and
readers, were unable to formulate an answer on their own. Observations were also
made of students speaking grammatically incorrect during Think-Pair-Share. I

would not have time to correct and spend time with all student groups; therefore
students were practicing speaking incorrectly while appearing to think it was

correct. I also observed one sfudent consistently using incorrect pronouns to
discuss characters in the story. While I thought their partner would correct them

this did not happen and I several times had to take extra time from the lesson to

walk over and talk with him and his partner about coaching each other, I was
unable to correct him every time he was sharing with his partner, because I
needed to spend time listening and teaching other pairs of students as well.

Observations of other sfudents also showed that many times both sfudents did
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have time to share their ideas and practice speaking in complete correct sentences,

but the observations of the students speaking incorrectly or not at all revealed the
value of student talk within a small group guided by the teacher.

Literal Comprehension
The students who made the most gains in their oral language development
also made immense growth in their level of literal comprehension of a fiction

story. While all of these students may not have made large gains in their overall
reading level they did make growth specifically in their literal comprehension of a

fiction text. In order to move up levels in the DRA gains must be made in
engagement, flueflcy, literal and inferential comprehension. After students had
read two or three pages of the text they were asked to think about the title, the

pictures they had seen and what they had read to make two or three thoughtful

predictions about what might happen in the rest of the story. All of these students
were able to make at least two thoughtful predictions. It was observed that these
sfudents were also using direct vocabulary from the text and exact character
names in their predictions, showing a high level of literal comprehension of the

story. Most of these students were even able to correctly predict what the main

problem in the story might be and how the characters would solve the problem in
the end of the story after only reading the beginning of the story.
These same sfudents were also able to retell almost all of the important
events in the story from beginning to end during the DRA with either no teacher

prompts or only one teacher prompt such as "Tell me more about..." "How did
the story end?" or "What happened beforelafter...". When prompted they could
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respond quickly and correctly. Many of these students used transition words to

organize their retell with words like: in the beginning of the story, next, after that
or finally. The students that used transition words were able to better organize

their thoughts and speak in clear complex sentences and did not need teacher
prompting. These transition words were taught during whole group oral language
instruction and the sfudents used them on their own to retell the text. When
retelling the story it was also observed that these sfudents recalled and used the
exact vocabulary they had read in the text. Other students that did not make as

much growth in their oral language were observed using synonyms, talking
around the word they were looking for or not including the important words at in

their retell.

Vocabulary
The third theme that emerged was the students' ability to learn and use
new vocabulary from a story. Using the SIOP method of direct instruction

of

vocabulary during shared reading translated into observing sfudents ability to
learn and connect with new words. When pre-teaching the words and describing
to the students what the words meant many students were able to understand the
words through a personal connection. One example that I observed of the students

making a personal connection to a word was during the pre-teaching of the word
cellar. I explained that the word cellar refers to a room below the ground in
house, usually without windows, mostly cement.

a

It is similar to a basement but

not a room that people live in. I further explained that it was mostly used for
storage or laundry and then proceed to show a picture of a cellar. Many students
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raised their hand eager to tell me that they had a cellar at their home or at their

grandma's house. This type of behavior was observed many times when teaching
new words allowing the students to connect the vocabulary words to something in

their life which leads them to a deeper understanding of the new word.
During whole group shared reading instruction most students in the class
where able to use the pre-taught words discussing the story. Sfudents were eager
to respond to comprehension questions about the story using the new vocabulary.

As I observed, I noticed that it became a healthy competition among students to

try and use these words in their responses. Teaching vocabulary through direct
instruction also proved effective, because sfudents were eager to show me
vocabulary words learned in previous stories that they discovered during
independent reading time. This also occurred when they would hear a previously
taught vocabulary word in a new book being read during shared reading. This
showed me that students were retaining the words and thier meaning while adding

it to their own vocabularies.
Students were also able to understand important vocabulary from a story

that they had read independently. During the DRA assessment they were able to
use and understand the important vocabulary words from the text when making

predictions about what would happen in the rest of the story and when asked to
retell the story. The students either knew the important words or were able to
pictures or context clues to understand any new words in the text. Understanding
the key vocabulary in the text correlated to observation of higher-level literal

comprehension.

THE TMPACT OF ORAL LANGUAGE INSTRUCTION

30

Confidence
The fourth theme identified from the data was that students who made

growth in their oral language skills had increased confidence in both their
speaking and reading abilities. At the beginning of the study, students with low

oral language skills were hesitant to share their thoughts during both small and
whole group instruction. These students were anxious and nervous about using
their English and were often observed repeating what another classmate had said
unable to feel comfortable sharing their own original ideas or to create an original
idea using English. As the study continued and oral language lessons became the

nofin the low level students made great gains in the speaking confidence in both
srnall group and whole group learning. They began to share original ideas more
often. The once hesitant students were now even agreeing and disagreeing with
what their classmates had shared creating academic conversation around their
reading. These conversations proved more authentic and meaningful
demonstrated by their oral language growth. As sfudent's oral language grew so

did their confidence.
Student's confidence in their reading abiliry was also present when

administering the DRA to all students. During the original administering of the

DRA students with low oral language and reading levels body language showed
timid behavior. I observed these students having less eye contact with me,
hunched over often with a hand to their face and often unsure about questions and
answers. During the second testing of the DRA

I observed confidence in the

students that were nervous in the original assessment. Their body language

same
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exuded their confidence with smiles, eye contact upright posture. They were eager

to show off their reading abilities with comments such as, "Can I start?" or "Can I
read another

book?" They could also quickly identify their favorite types of

books and favorite parts of books they had read independently. Whereas at the

beginning of the year students had a difficult time recalling titles of books they
enjoyed reading.

Conclusion
The data that was collected, coded and themed for this action research
project told a story of how increasing sfudents' oral language levels positively
impacts their reading abilities. The findings were centered around three research
questions:
1. What oral language teaching methods

allow students the most growth in

their oral language and reading development?
2. How does student growth in oral language effect their reading
development?
3. Does the development of oral language effect sfudent reading
confidence and engagement?
These findings revealed four themes: student talk time, literal

comprehension, vocabulary and confidence. They indicated that specific oral
language instruction does have a strong positive impact on students'reading

abilities specifically in the areas of literal comprehension, vocabulary from the
text and students confidence in their reading and speaking abilities.
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Discussion

Overview of the Study
The purpose of this study was to look closely at oral language instruction

in a second grade classroom and develop a theory on the effects of the language
instruction on student's reading growth and development. This focus of this study
was about finding new ways to help students who have plateaued in their reading
progress move forward in their reading development.

In order to obtain the results of this study and develop a theory on the
effects of an oral language curriculum on reading development I used the three

following questions to guide my research:

1.

What oral language teaching methods allow students the most growth in
their oral tangague and reading development?

2.

How does sfudent growth in oral language effect their reading
development?

3.

Does the development of oral language effect student reading
confidence and engagement?

Using grounded theory methods, I observed my students learning during
oral language instruction and took field notes based on my observations. I also
collected data on each sfudent's oral language growth from the Mondo Oral
Language Assessment and data on each student's reading growth, in the areas

of

comprehension and reading engagement, from the DRA. After collecting the data,

field notes and data from the two assessments were analyzed and coded to
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determine themes that were present when sfudents made growth in both their oral
language and reading development. The common themes that were found were:
student talk time, literal comprehension, vocabulary, and confidence.

Summary of the Findings
Detailed analysis of the data that was collected led to the findings that
answered each of the guiding questions used in this study. What oral language

teaching methods allow students the most growth in their oral language and
reading development? The teaching methods that allowed students the most

growth in the oral langage and reading were the lessons that allowed students the
most talk time. The lessons that allow students the most talk time were the

Mondo: Let's Talk About It small group lesson where students were given ample
time to develop their oral langague skills with teacher guidance and the small
group Read To lessons where students are also allowed a greater amount of talk

time about the book the teacher had read. The Read To lessons also gave the
students practice and exposure to predicting and retelling stories at a higher level

than their independent reading level, because the teacher does the reading. The

Mondo: Let's Talk About It lesson also allowed sfudent practice in academic
conversation with the teacher as a facilitator.
The second questions that this sfudy addressed was: How does sfudent

growth in oral language effect their reading development? When students made
growth in their oral langauge skills I found that they also made growth in their
vocabulary development and their literal comprehension when reading a text at
their independent level. Students were able to understand the difficult vocabulary
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words in the text by using strategies taught through whole group instruction
during shared reading. The students that made growth in their reading
development also had the most growth in the area of literal comprehension of a
text when make predictions and retelling a story. They were able to make strong

predictions that were related to the story and retell the story in the correct order
using key vocabulary, transition words and many important events from the story.
The final question I addressed was: Does the development of oral
language effect sfudent reading confidence and engagement? I found that when
students increase their oral language their confidence and reading engagment is

effected in a positive way. Sfudents that made oral langague growth were eager to
read for me during the second adminstering of the DRA and could also quickly

indentiff favorite books that they read during independent reading time at school
and at home. During the administration of the

fall DRA, before oral language

instruction, these students were timid when asked to read aloud for me and also
could not identiff favorite books by name.

Conclusions and Reccomendations
The results of this study imply that oral language instruction and oral
language growth does positively affect student's reading growth. The students in

my classroom that were part of this study are the faces of many students in many
classrooms across the country. They come to us with many different background
and varying reasons for lacking adequate oral language skills. These reasons

include: living below the poverty line, no formal schooling until kindergarten,
lack of books at home, being an English Language Learner, and many other
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factors that can contribute to not having the foundational oral language skills
necessary to learn how to read and understand text. James Britton describes in his

early study on language and learning that, "Reading and writing float on sea of

talking," (Britton, 1970). He suggests, along with this study, that we need to teach
students to talk before we can teach them how to read. Assessing students' oral

language levels at the beginning of the school year gives educators a baseline

of

where to begin with their reading instruction. If they have a low oral language

level we need to first give them time to talk and teach them strong English oral
language skills so their reading development

will begin to flourish. Without oral

language instruction as part of the core curriculum students

will not make

adequate growth in their reading; plateau according to their oral language levels.

Limitations
This study can offer some valuable recommendations for the use of oral
language instruction in the classroom and its positive effects in students reading

development. There are, however, limitations to this study. The first limitation to
the findings is that the sample size of this study was a small group of
and specific to the setting of the study.

All

2l

students

students in the study, according the

Mondo Oral Language assessment, tested as not proficient in their oral language
skills during the first administration of the test. Data collection did not include
students that were proficient in their English oral language skills and

it would

have added to the findings to compare sample students' growth with students who
embrace strong oral language skills.
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Another limitation of this sfudy was that [, being an active participant and
observer in this study, may have affected the findings in a few different ways. As
an active participant in the study, I was not able to take field notes during my

observations. Field notes had to be written several hours after an observation
occurred so things that I observed may have been forgotten and not included in
the data. Also, since I was an active participant and the main teacher in the

classroom during my observations I may have missed out on observing certain
details, because I was teaching and leading the students in a lesson. I could not

possibly observe everything that was happening during the oral language lessons

like

a researcher

taking on a non-participatory role would have the ability to do.

Finally, future work is needed in the

area

of oral language instruction in

the elementary school classrooms. What other effective teaching methods can be
used to allow students to make oral language growth? How can we use oral
language instruction to allow students to increase their inferential comprehension

of a story? It would be interesting to continue the study and ask further questions
digging deeper into the oral language and reading development connection.
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Chapter 6

Personal Reflection
This action research project allowed me to look further into an ongoing
concern at my school where many sfudents are falling short in their reading

growth and are behind other students in our cortmunity and the country. Although
this is a complex problem, we hypothesized that this may partially be due to a
large number of our students, due to their backgrounds, lacking the necessary oral
language skills that are needed to become a successful reader. This action
research process allowed me to learn how important oral language instruction is to
students. Implementing oral language lessons in my classroom for this project,

collecting field notes and data from assessments allowed me to see the specific
benefits to sfudents reading growth that comes from oral language instruction.
The biggest change that I have made to my teaching methods, in every
subject are1 is finding new ways to have students do more talking about their
learning. In this study, I found that the students that have the most time to talk
made the most growth in their oral language and reading. This has made me
aware of the amount of time that I am talking during a lesson versus the amount

of time that the students are talking. In previous years, I spent more time on direct
instruction and modeling, which are both important, but during those times
students need to be given the opportunity to talk about what they are learning. For

example, I also have previously called upon one or two students to share answers,

but I now know that the student doing the talking is doing the thinking. I have
used methods

like Think-Pair-Share and Teach Okay to engage all students. This
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study has reminded me to implement even more methods, beyond what was used

in this study, that allow my students to have more talking time and academic
conversations throughout the school day. I look forward to doing more reading on
the topic and implementing fuither strategies to engage my students in purposeful
talk.

Finally, I am grateful to have had the opporfunity to focus on the specific
needs of the sfudents at my school, think deeply about their learning and how

I

can help them grow in theirreading journey. I now am more aware of what I need

to do to ensure my students receive oral language instruction and engage all of my
students in academic talk methods throughout the entire school day.

THE IMPACT OF ORAL LANGUAGE

TNSTRUCTTON

39

References

Britton, J.(1970). Language and learning. London: Allen Lane. (2nd ed).
1992, Portsmouth NH: Boynton/Cook, Heinemann.

Buckley, M. H. (1995). Ora[ language: A curriculum yet to come. English
Journal, B4(l),41.
Census.gov. (2013). Retrieved November 25.,2014, from http://www.census.gov/
Charmaz, K. (2014). Constructing Grounded Theory (2"d ed.). Los Angeles: Sage.

Droop, M., & Verhoeven, L. (2003). Language proficiency and reading ability in

first- and second-language learners. -Reading Research Quarterly, 3B(l),
78- 1 04.

Fien, H., Santoro, L., Baker, S. K., Park, Y., Chard, D. J., Williams, S., & Haria,
P. (2011). Enhancing teacher read alouds with small-group vocabulary

instruction for students with low vocabulary in first-grade classrooms.
School Psychology Review, 40(2), 307-3 1 8.
Fisher D., & Frey N. (2014). Speaking Volumes. Educational Leadership, 72(j),

t8-23.
Fry, R. (2008, June 26). The Role of Schools in the English Language Learner
Achievement Gup. Retrieved November 25, 2014, from
http //www.
:

p

e

whi

s

p an i c . o r

gl 2008 I 0 6 I 2 6 I the - ro

engli sh-language- learner- achievement- gap/

I

e-o

f-

sc

ho o I s - in- the -

THE IMPACT OF ORAL LANGUAGE

INSTRUCTIOI.{

40

Gillanders, C. (2007). An English-Speaking Prekindergarten Teacher For Young
Latino Children: Implications Of The Teacher-Child Relationship On
Second Language Learning. Early Childhood Education Journal, -15(1),
47

-s4.

Glasser, 8.G.,

&

Strauss

A.L. (1967). The Discovery of Grounded Theory:

Strategies for qualitative research.

Hart, 8., & Risley, T. (2003). The Early Catastrophe: The 30 Million Word Gap
by Age 3. American Educotor, 27(l),,4-9.

Kirkland, L. D., & Patterson, J. (2005). Developing oral language in primary
classrooms. Early Childhood Education Journal,

3

2(6),

39

I -3 95

.

Mills, G.E. (2014). Action research: A guide for the teacher researcher (5th ed.).
N.J.: Merrill Prentice Hall.
Neu, R. (2012). An Exploration of Oral Language Development in SpanishSpeaking Preschool Students. Early Childhood Education Journal,

2ll-

218.
Proctor, P. C., Carlo, M., August, D.,

& Snow, C. (2005). Native

spanish-

speaking children reading in english: Toward a model of comprehension.

Journal of Educational Psychology, 97(2), 246-256.
Roth, F. P., Speece, D.L., & Cooper, D.H. (2002). A longifudinal analysis of the
connection between oral language and early reading. Journal

of

Educational Research, 95(5), 259 -27 2.
The Critical Role of Oral Language in Reading for Title I Students and English
Language Learners. (2013, January

l). Retrieved November 25,2014,

THE IMPACT OF ORAL LANGUAGE INSTRUCTIO}I
from htp:/ilexialearning. com/lexiaresearch/whitepapers/oral-languagewhitepaper
U.S. Deparfment of Education, National Center for Education Statistics. (2014).
The Condition of Education 2014 (NCES 2014-083), English Language
Learners.

4L

THE IMPACT OF ORAL LANGUAGE INSTRUCTIOhI

42

Appendix A
Mondo Oral Language Assessment
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Mondo Oral Language Curriculum Picture
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Vocabulary Word Card Sample

rnUSCIE
o rubbery port of your body thot
produces movement (between your skin
ond your bones|
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Appendix D
Developmental Reading Assessment (DRA)
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Appendix E
Mondo Oral Language Assessment Results for Students Who Received Alt Oral
Language Instnrction Lessons
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Appendix F
Mondo Oral Language Assessment Results for Students Who only Received
Whole Group Oral Language Instruction Lessons
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